The transition of power in the Islamic Republic of Iran is not only a change of guards in the different political and executive institutions during each electoral cycle but it also radically redefines the fundamental aspects of self-identity and the very definition of national interests and priorities and even how they should be defined. Upon the assumption of power by President Hassan Rohani in Iran, foreign policy of the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran has been exposed to tremendous developments. Prevalence of conservatism over revolutionary mindset, nationalism over transnationalism, and structuralism over agent-oriented trends are considered as the three main pillars of these developments. In Rohani's administration there is no longer any trace of the revolutionary behavior of Ahmadinejad's era. This turnaround in the Islamic Republic of Iran's foreign policy is not a new phenomenon. We have witnessed such a shift in Iranian foreign policy after the end of the 8-year war with Iraq, albeit with different dimensions. An assessment of this issue would greatly enhance our understanding of the country's foreign policy. Accordingly, assessment of the real roots of these foreign policy shifts is the main objective of the present article. Evidently, the shift in foreign policy, more than anything else can be attributed to changes in the definition of the concept of national interests, and how each administration defines such national and transnational interests. Any shift or transformation in this concept, as the guiding principal of foreign policy, creates a context for the shift in the national priorities, orientations, and strategies in its interaction with its external environment. By highlighting the three concepts of "circulation of elites", "perception towards national identity", and "structural developments", the present article endeavors to review the causes of differing understandings of the concept of national interests in a specific period of the I.R. of Iran's foreign policy.
1-Introduction
After the victory of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, various perspectives have been raised over the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic. The diversity of these perspectives was rooted in the definition of national interest. Generally, two major perspectives emerged regarding this concept; the first, perspective was advocating the modern meaning of the concept of national interests, whereas the second perspective was highlighting the concept of the Islamic interests.
Proponents of the first perspective were pursuing nationalism as their main priority in foreign policy. Referring to transnational ideals of the Islamic Revolution. The second perspective firmly believed that the interests of the "Islamic Ummah" should be incorporated in the foreign policy of the Islamic state. By adopting their own specific definition of the concept of national interests, followers of the second perspective argued that there is basically no contradiction between Iranian national interests and the interests of the "Islamic Ummah".
They believed that it would be possible to reconcile both of these two domains of interests and objectives. Despite the fact that more than three decades has passed since the victory of the Islamic Revolution, differences of opinions over the concept of national interests has never subsided and advocates of each of these two camps have presented their specific definitions of the national interests and have shaped their foreign policy behavior based on their peculiar definitions, and objectives.
Considering this disagreement over the concept of "national interests", the present article argues that such a conceptual disagreement over theoretical foundations and practical representations has resulted in the adoption of fundamentally differing objectives, priorities, and orientations in foreign policy perspectives by different administrations. As a result, Iranian approaches and outlooks towards international arena have been exposed to profound shifts during different administrations foreign policy agendas and priorities. This is a phenomenon which is quite visible as we compare foreign policy approaches and objectives of President Ahmadinejad and President Rohani administrations.
In order to understand the foreign policy shift, three criteria of "circulation of elites", the "perception towards national identity", and the "structural developments", as well as to reveal the reasons of the developments in the concept of national interests, and consequently, the shift in foreign policy approaches during Rohani's administration compared with that of the previous administration. Accordingly, the first section of the article deals with the conceptual framework and reviews the relationship between the three selected criteria and the concept of the national interests and their effects on the foreign policies adopted by different administrations. The second section elaborates on Rohani's administration's foreign policy and its comparison with that of Ahmadinejad's administration within the mentioned conceptual framework.
2-National interests and foreign policy: conceptual elements
Assessment and analysis of a country's foreign policy would inevitably result in raising a fundamental question: Does foreign policy objectives meet a country's national interests requirements? This question indicates that the concept of national interest, regardless of immense ambiguities and complexities associated with it, is considered as the basic and essential element of foreign policy. Therefore, understanding the concept of national interests can be an indicator of the level of success or failure in foreign policy. At the same time, an accurate and transparent understanding of this concept can result in a proper assessment of orientations and priorities.
Within the framework of theoretical perceptions, both objectivist and subjectivist approaches elaborate on the issue of national interest and its shifts and developments. Whereas objectivists emphasize on material elements in foreign policy and consider these elements as vitally important in foreign policy shifts, subjectivists and more specifically constructivists mostly associate foreign policy shifts to the issues of identity and perception (Eftekhari, 2007) . By adopting a combined outlook, we would, therefore, be able to review foreign policy shifts and developments based on the following three elements.
2-1. Circulation of elites or shift in discourse atmosphere
If we define foreign policy as the outcome of interaction between external and internal atmospheres of a country (Azghandi, 2010) , elites and the discourse atmosphere created by them are considered as the most important internal elements. As representatives of people (in democratic societies), elites are outcomes of the society's expectations of existing potentials, especially that of the government. Nevertheless, democratization process has developed the principle of circulation of elites into a prevalent principle in contemporary period. For this reason, we cannot expect the everlasting governance of a particular group of elites. On the other hand, these elites are influenced by social status, values, and ideologies. Accordingly, they are representatives of a particular school of thought and affect the kind of decisions that are adopted. Based on this argument, foreign policy decision-making arena which gives meaning to the concept of national interests is greatly associated with the issue of elites. From such perspective, the concept of national interest has close relations with the ruling administration or the prevalent discourse. Practice of power and materialization of the predicates such as "interests" and "national" are within the framework of the elites' position.
Therefore, when these predicates are exposed to change, the concept of national interests will experience shifts and developments (Tajik, 2007) . Naturally, this process will result in the substitution of older discourses by new ones. In such circumstance, if the newly emerged discourse atmosphere has major differences with the previous objectives, especially in terms of signifiers, we can expect no transparent picture and no fix understanding of the concept of national interests.
2-2. Perception on National identity
Based on constructivist approaches towards foreign policy, realities are created by concepts, rules, and values. Accordingly, existing concepts, rules, and values in a given country, influence the kind of perception towards identity. Such an identity would, in turn, result in the evolution of national interests. National identity is the outcome of national and transnational norm. Through shaping different national roles, this identity strengthens the interests pursued by the country in its foreign policy. In other words, national identity is a factor that determines and evolves national interests and necessitates various national values and benefits (Dehqani Firouzabadi, 2007) . Based on this argument, any identity or role shift will result in shifts in interests and values.
In terms of the first element, when a discourse or a set of different discourses represented by specific groups of elites become prevalent in the society, it will be quite natural that the outlook and values of the prevalent discourse influence the people's perception of the concept of national identity which consequently prepares the context for shifts in national interests.
For instance, elites who prioritize religion and its resultant values in their discourse define a religious role for the country and plan the concept of national interests according to its definition.
2-3. International developments
While the first two factors dealt with internal elements that influence foreign policy and the concept of national interests, the third factor concentrates on international developments and its effect on foreign policy. In such circumstances, global and regional international developments can act as inputs to foreign policy objectives and transform its policies and priorities. Whereas structural realists believe that such an influence is an immediate and direct influence (Waltz, 1979) , neoclassic scholars have presented a newer interpretation and argue that this structural influence in foreign policy orientation is an indirect influence resulting from the outcome of internal elements such as elites' perceptions and consciousness (Moshirzadeh, 2007) . Therefore, the concept of national interests is greatly influenced by international developments during various stages. Based on this belief, Rohani's understanding of the concept of national interests and consequently his administration's behavior in foreign policy arena are precisely similar to those of the pragmatic administration headed by Rafsanjani. This similarity becomes more salient if we realize that Ahmadinejad's revolutionary and radical foreign policy had extensive similarities with the foreign policy prevalent before Rafsanjani's presidency, i.e. during the premiership of Mir Hussein Mousavi. It is based on this outlook that we can describe Ahmadinejad's tenure as a return to the past history of the Islamic Republic after a 16-year hiatus (Azghandi, 2010) . As a new generation of conservatives and despite the fact that religious elites of Iranian society were opposed to him, Ahmadinejad relied on his status among the poor and revolutionary classes and ascended to power (Sherrill, 2014) .
3-Conceptual

If we draw a diagram of foreign policy developments in the Islamic Republic of Iran since
Mousavi's administration up to the beginning of Ahmadinejad's ascendance to power, we can observe that this process moves from a mere idealistic and totally ideological outlook towards relatively realistic and pragmatic approaches. Nevertheless, when Mahmoud Ahmadinejad formed his cabinet, Islamic Republic of Iran's foreign policy, which had been gradually associated with relative rationalism, was exposed to a severe shock and disruption. In other words, détente and confidence-building were substituted by a period of tension and confrontation in international relations (Azghandi, 2010) . During this period, Iranian foreign policy was exposed to profound shifts and developments and despite maintaining its fundamental and fixed foreign policy principles, it experienced a profound swing in behavior and diplomacy (Dehqani Firouzabadi, 2012) . Compared with previous periods, Iranian foreign policy adopted different behavioral principles in this period (Dehqani Firouzabadi & Radfar, 2010 ).
Ahmadinejad's mindset and that of his cabinet members and advisors were rooted in radical conservative or neoconservative trends. Relatively young elites who had assumed the responsibility of administrative affairs of the country were greatly influenced by IslamicShiite values and norms. In addition, Ahmadinejad's statements indicated that he is first of all interested in the serious materialization of fundamentalism in domestic policy and also in the disruption of existing order in the world through the export of revolution (Azghandi, 2010 ).
Ahmadinejad's ideological norms were mainly reflected in his dealing with the nuclear issue, his emphasis on Iran's inalienable rights to obtain peaceful nuclear energy, and his efforts to play the superior role in the Persian Gulf and the Middle East through reliance on nuclear and military power (Azghandi, 2010) .
Since the very early days of his election as the president of Iran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad referred to concepts such as "the role of justice and spirituality in global developments" (Mottaghi, 2005) , "the necessity of creating balance between rights and responsibilities in international politics" (Gharibi, 2008) , "critical outlook towards international organizations" (Gharibi, 2008) , "look-to-east policy" (Mottaghi, 2005) , and "revival of South-South foreign policy approach" (Mottaghi, 2005) as his main foreign policy priorities. After assuming power, Ahmadinejad questioned the structure and nature of the international system and talked of the necessity of adopting an aggressive policy towards the West (Azghandi, 2010) .
According to Hamid Molana and Manouchehr Mohammadi, two major theorists of Ahmadinejad administration's foreign policy, predicates such as "the myth of holocaust, basis of Zionism's hegemony in the world", "wiping out Israel from the map of the world", "forming an anti-imperialism united front", "the role of Mahdaviat in foreign policy", "unity of the Islamic world", "and aggressive policy in nuclear issue" constituted basic strategies in Ahmadinejad's foreign policy (Molana & Mohammadi, 2009 ).
The strategy of justice and mutual rights was considered as the main ingredient of Ahmadinejad administration's foreign policy. This strategy upholds that foreign policy cannot be materialized and maintained without justice (Eivazi & Navazney, 2004) Revisionist nonalignment was Ahmadinejad administration's foreign policy strategy and orientation. Within the fundamental principle of nonalignment with global hegemonic powers, such a strategy is associated with revolutionary and ideological commitments and missions of the Islamic revolution. Therefore, this strategy pursued something more than the conventional nonalignment. In other words, it not only rejected any dependency on global powers, but also concentrated on disrupting the existing international order. This objective could understandably be achieved through infrastructural shifts in principles of the existing unfavorable global order (Dehqani Firouzabadi, 2010) .
In terms of social origins, family education, political inclination, and numerous other factors, officials of Ahmadinejad's administration, especially high ranking members in the ministry of foreign affairs, had their own peculiar characteristics: they were mainly traditionalists, apathetic towards strangers, idealists, reaction-oriented, critical of former administrations' foreign policies, fundamentalists, and inflexible (Azghandi, 2010) . Upon the election of Hassan Rohani as Iran's president, attitudes of Iranian ruling political elites altered to a great extent. Rohani was the only moderate candidate in the 2013 presidential elections in Iran (Sherrill, 2014) . Since his ascendance to power in that year, he has introduced extensive changes in Islamic Republic of Iran's foreign policy (Sherrill, 2014) .
Since the time they assumed the responsibility of the executive branch, Rohani and his administration have envisaged several main objectives for their administration. For them, economic settlement, management, and international crises were prioritized over other objectives. They considered these crises as the outcome of inefficiency and inadequacy of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad's administration. For the Rohani administration, settlement of international disputes over Iran's nuclear issue was more important and prioritized over other issues. According to President Rohani, settlement of a great number of current problems in Iranian society, especially economic problems, is dependent on the settlement of Iran's nuclear dispute with the West (Bastani, 2014) . In criticizing the outlook of the former president's administration towards international issues, especially Iranian nuclear issue, Rohani has unexpectedly challenged his opponents on numerous occasions and even has referred to them as "cowards" (Bastani, 2014) .
Therefore, saving Iran from international isolation has been one of Rohani's main objectives (Shanahan, 2015) . Since the first year of his presidency, Rohani emphasized the revival of Iran's international image as a national priority for his administration. One of the salient and peculiar features of President Rohani's cabinet is the fact that a large number of his cabinet members are graduates from Western universities. Certainly, it does not mean that they are supporters of Western social values. Nevertheless, their familiarity with the West has provided them with a better understanding of Western social values (Shanahan, 2015) . During the nuclear talks, Rohani was able to create a situation which Iranian and American officials embarked on face-to-face negotiations. It was a great step towards the improvement of Iranian fragile relations with United States. President Rohani endeavors to generalize this pattern to a more extensive scope, a scope whose boundaries are still ambiguous (Shanahan, 2015) .
According to Rohani and his accompanying elites, Iran should refrain from having a permanent enemy. He believes that Iran can settle its problems, especially in the economic arena, through adopting pragmatic policies under JCPOA and transform Iran into an important hub for international trade and transportation (Katzman, 2016) . He has referred to Iran's nuclear deal with the West as an unprecedented opportunity for creating an atmosphere of friendship and cooperation with all the countries of the world (Erdbrink, 2015) .
Improvement of Iran's flimsy foreign policy was one of Rohani's major promises during his election campaigns. Rohani argued that 8 years of Ahmadinejad's presidency has imposed great harms on Iran's relations with the outside world. President Rohani believed that reduction of international sanctions can improve Iran's economic condition (Juneau, 2014) .
Compared with his main rivals among presidential candidates, Rohani showed a more moderate approach (Sherrill, 2014) . In terms of foreign policy, he adopted an approach similar to that of the former president Hashemi Rafsanjani's. This similarity was so extensive that many officials of Rafsanjani administration received high-ranking positions during According to Rohani, favorable foreign policy is a policy which reduces the costs and increases the benefits. Emphasizing on the necessity of realism, he believes that ideals, too, can be materialized through realism (Entekhab News Agency, 05/08/2013). He emphasizes on the necessity of cooperation with different countries in the world and argues that it is impossible to cut relations with other nations. During his election campaigns, Rohani described constructive interaction and détente with the global community as his main objective in foreign policy arena (Iranian Labor News Agency (ILNA), 2013/06/13). Based on his election campaign and his behavior during the past couple of years, we can describe his foreign policy as a policy founded on "realistic idealism" (Karimi, 2013) , "calculative pursuit for international power", "interaction with international order", "moderation-based concept of balance of power", "détente especially with neighbors based on cost-benefit analysis" (Karimi, 2013) , and "abstaining from using harsh language against the enemy and being aware of enemy's plots" (Iranian Student News Agency (ISNA), 2013/07/14). Rohani believes that realism has no contradiction with idealism and pursuance of values; rather, it provides a context for each of them (Alipourian & Nouri Asl, 2014).
3-2. Shift in understanding the national interests and its definition
After the victory of Islamic Revolution in Iran, values based on Islamic Shiism became the most important source for creating unity in Iranian society. Therefore, accepted values of the previous regime were constrained or totally rejected. This was a destiny which befell on nationalism and nonreligious pillars of Iranian identity. Based on an almost collective agreement during the first decade after the victory of the Islamic Revolution, religious approach became so prevalent that national identity was considered synonymous and equal to religious identity and other aspects of identity were marginalized. After the end of the Iran- Ahmadinejad's foreign policy once again subjected the national interests to Islamic and ideological expediencies (Azghandi, 2010) . During his administration, the concept of national interests was mostly based on idealistic and value-oriented considerations and its realistic dimensions had been ignored.
During the two terms of Ahamadinejad's presidency, geographical boundaries were substituted by ideological ones and nationalist discourse was replaced by religious discourse.
In such an environment, Islam became the identity-creating element which defined one's "self" and "others" and Islamicism acted as the center of gravity for the Iranian national identity. Also, Ahmadinejad administration labeled itself as "justice-expansion government", "anti-tyranny government", "advocate of Islam and Shiism", and "supporter of liberation movements."
According to this perspective, national interests are associated with different objectives, such as development of international justice, abidance by responsibilities, and refusal of hegemony of "arrogant powers". It is coupled with revolutionary spirit and efforts for end-of-the-time preparations. Therefore, national interests are not specified by external factors and conditions; rather, they are mainly determined by pre-ordained, unchangeable, and relatively fixed ideological motivations. of political concepts were imposed on Iranian elites (Azghandi, 2002) . One of these concepts, perhaps the most important of them, was the concept of national interests (Azghandi, 2002) . It was a vitally important concept that was closely associated with the kind of perception over the concept of national identity among elites. As it was pointed out Rohani's perception of the concept of national identity was opposed to that of his predecessor. From Rohani administration's point of view, Islamic Republic of Iran's national interests are not necessarily identical with Islamic interests. Based on this perspective, in case of any contradiction between these two interests, the administration is required to prioritize national interests over the religious stances. Accordingly, I. R. of Iran's government is endeavoring to maximize Iranian national interests in its modern sense based on internal parameters and domestic potentials and constraints.
3-3. Structural developments and shifts in the definition of national interests
During Ahmadinejad's administration, both the world and the region were exposed to extensive developments. Some of these developments continued even after Rohani assumed power. Iranian nuclear dossier was one of these major issues. Being referred to UN Security Council, Iranian nuclear issue had become a security issue with international dimensions. (Krieg, 2016) . During Rohani's presidency, President Barak Obama believed that the United States should no longer give free rides to Arab nations (Terrill, 2015) . In addition, US-Turkey relations were to some extent deteriorated In addition, there were some other structural developments at both regional and international levels which influenced President Rohani administration's foreign policy. Completion of Habshan-Fujairah oil pipeline 6 can be highlighted as one of these developments.
Nevertheless, the mentioned six developments have, in comparison with other developments, been more effective in this regard.
4-Conclusion
As one of the most important policy-making arenas for interacting between internal and external environments of countries, foreign policy has always been influenced by the kind of definition and progression that they provide for the concept of national interests. Formulation of strategies, orientations and application of instruments for the materialization of objectives in external environment are dependent on the kind of theoretical consensus among elites of that society. Therefore, any shift in the definition of the concept of national interests can influence foreign policy and its associated strategies.
Islamic Republic of Iran's foreign policy has always been an arena which reflected the developments in the concept of national interests and consequently the shifts in foreign policy priorities and orientations. Circulation of elites, perception on national identity, and structural developments are three factors that have, during different periods of Islamic Republics foreign policy, contributed to the development of the concept of national interests. While the mentioned three factors have always been influential during different periods, one factor has been more significant. The interim government, which was formed a couple of days before the victory of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, ended in the so-called "circulation of elites", which resulted in a shift in their perception of the concept of national identity. The interim government defined national interests within the framework of Iran and Iranian national identity. Nevertheless, during Iran-Iraq war the concept of national interests was redefined.
During this period, the concept of national interests was defined at a higher level, i.e. within the framework of the interests of the "Islamic Ummah" and the "Islamic world". This shift in definition of the concept of national interests was due to the mindset of elites, primary war conditions, and structural pressures. When Hashemi Rafsanjani became president, his administration, under internal pressures and external realities, had to develop a new definition for the concept of national interests in order to meet the needs of the country. Khatami and Ahmadinejad's administrations, too, were influenced by these factors. Due to his personal characteristics, Khatami defined foreign policy and national interest priorities within a cultural environment. However, when Ahmadinejad became president, the concept of national interests was, compared with previous administration, radically changed, due to the new presidents world-view and self-perception. At the same time, the international community was exerting greater pressures on Iran. As a result, Ahmadinejad administration had its own definition of the concept of national interests.
With the assumption of power by Hassan Rohani and the shifts in all the three factors, i.e.
circulation of elites, the kind of perception towards national identity, and structural developments, the newly emerged elites redefined the concept of national interests as a result of which we witnessed a kind of shift in foreign policy orientations and objectives of the Islamic Republic of Iran. In this period, the revolutionary mindset, trans-nationalism, and agent-oriented trends that were common during Mousavi and Ahmadinejad administrations were replaced by conservatism, nationalism, and structuralism that were prevalent during Hashemi Rafsanjani and Khatami administrations.
It is quite clear that turnarounds in Islamic Republic foreign policy are not newly emerged nor unprecedented phenomena. A review of specific periods of Islamic Republic of Iran's foreign policy and their relations with the concept of national interests indicate that fundamental shifts and developments in this concept are associated with the rise and fall of cabinets and presidents. Despite the fact that these shifts and developments are inevitable outcome of the circulation of elites, the principle of sustainability in foreign policy emphasizes on the necessity of preserving past achievements and act upon common bases. This is an issue which can be described as the missing link in Iranian foreign policy.
